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Happy talk? Toward understanding the significance of dialogue to the practice of 
public relations 
 
The significance of dialogue to public relations is a persistent and widespread theme 
in both industry and the academy (International Communication Association, 2013). 
Dialogue is integral to a number of theoretical perspectives in public relations, from the 
instrumentalist/functionalist through to the rise of the influence of the two-way symmetric 
model (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). The emergence of the relational perspective – with its 
emphasis on dialogue as a means of achieving mutually-beneficial relationships between 
organisations and stakeholders – brought attention to dialogue as a discrete concept (see, for 
example, Ledingham, 2003; and 2006). Dialogue continues to be an implicit element in the 
development of new perspectives on public relations, such as Holtzhausen and Voto’s (2002) 
postmodern approach.  
Kent and Taylor’s (2002) influential work on dialogue first introduced the need to 
develop a cohesive dialogic theory of public relations.  Claims have been made about the 
superiority of dialogue as a form of communication (as in Pearson, 1989); yet critics (such as 
L'Etang, 2003) question whether dialogue is actually too hard – or perhaps even impossible – 
to implement in reality. This tension presents a tantalising challenge to the theorising of 
dialogue in public relations.  Ensuring that new theory has relevance to practice has been 
identified as a significant consideration for academics (Starkey & Madan, 2001; Van de Ven 
& Johnson, 2006). Developing a dialogic theory of public relations without addressing the 
concerns over the relevance of dialogue to practice would result in an inherently-flawed 
outcome. 
A review of extant literature found a lack of empirical research in relation to the 
conduct of dialogue. Articulating a practitioner perspective on dialogue in public relations 
was a priority to determine whether the practitioners carried out dialogue in their work, and 
the reasons for this. In turn this would confirm whether the difficulties of translating dialogue 
from theory into public relations practice suggested in the literature had any basis in fact, 
therefore contributing to the discussion about the emergent dialogic theory of public 
relations.  
To provide a basis for the empirical research required, a framework of the concepts 
relevant to dialogue was derived from the work of six of the key theorists on the topic over 
the past 50 years or so (Anderson, Baxter, & Cissna, 2004).  Bakhtin (1981), Bohm (2006), 
Buber (1958), Freire (1990), Gadamer (1980), and Rogers (1961) presented different 
perspectives on dialogue, but all were consistent in identifying characteristics in relation to 
three elements: the motivation of participants to enter into dialogue, the manner in which it 
was implemented, and the outcomes that resulted.  This normative Dialogue (distinguished by 
its capitalisation from other similar forms of communication, as in Bohm, 2006; Bohm, 
Factor, & Garrett, 1991) is characterised by aspects such as a willingness to discuss any topic, 
openness about intentions and agendas, and a desire among all participants to share power in 
decision-making. 
 
 
 
All participants 
 
Motivation 
 
Demonstrate an appreciation of the 
interdependence of participants. 
Respect the rights of others to express 
their opinions and thoughts. 
Seek an understanding of those 
opinions. 
 
Implementation 
 
Inclusive, listen to those who have no 
power over you, talk about anything 
that other participants deem important 
or interesting.  
Allow others to express their ideas and 
have them incorporated into decision-
making.  
Be truthful and open about your 
position.  
Accept points of view that challenge 
your own.  
 
Outcomes 
 
Mutual understanding, respect, 
concern, shared power. 
 
 
Figure 1: The characteristics of normative Dialogue (derived from the literature) 
 
These characteristics are evident in Kent and Taylor’s (2002) principles of dialogue in 
the context of public relations (mutuality, propinquity, empathy, commitment, risk). 
Given the above, the practice-based research sought to determine the relevance of 
normative Dialogue to the practice of public relations by asking:  
1. Do public relations practitioners undertake normative Dialogue? 
2. Why/not? 
3. What is the relevance of this to the theorising of dialogue in public relations? 
 
A qualitative study was carried out, employing hermeneutic questioning of seventeen 
public relations practitioners with a range of experience levels working across all areas of 
practice both in house and in consultancies.  Results show that these practitioners saw 
dialogue as a form of communication distinguished by two-way flows of information 
between organisations and stakeholders, facilitated by public relations practitioners, and – 
ideally – responses from both participants.  Participants all believed they carried out dialogue 
in their work, providing 82 examples in total. 
Initially the provision of these examples seemed to disprove the idea that dialogue 
was too hard to implement in public relations. However, the characteristics of dialogue in the 
practitioner examples were compared with the principles of normative Dialogue described in 
the literature (as in Kent & Taylor, 2002)  and showed that the  public relations practitioners 
had an understanding of dialogue that differed from the normative concept presented in the 
literature.   
 Stakeholders Organisations Public relations 
practitioners 
Motivation 
 
To benefit 
themselves. 
 
To benefit 
themselves. 
 
To fulfil their 
professional 
obligations. 
 
Implementation 
 
Seeking to control 
what is talked 
about, when, and 
with whom. 
 
 
Seeking to control 
what is talked 
about, when, and 
with whom. 
 
To balance the 
competing 
expectations of the 
other participants 
within the 
parameters decided 
on by their 
employer/client. 
 
Outcomes 
 
To get what they 
want. 
 
To get what they 
want. 
 
To benefit 
organisations. 
 
 
Figure 2: The characteristics of dialogue in public relations (derived from the 
research data) 
The interviewees’ examples showed they believed that both organisations and 
stakeholders used dialogue as a way of attempting to exert power to achieve outcomes that 
served their respective self-interests. The role of the public relations practitioners involved 
was to seek to achieve organisational benefit through the conduct of dialogue, even though 
they described how they sometimes also sought to benefit stakeholders, and/or to improve 
relationships between them and the organisation concerned. Consideration of these examples 
of mutual benefit and improved relationships showed that each could ultimately in fact be 
traced through to the achievement of organisational objectives and hence organisational 
benefit.   
The contribution of this research to the development of a dialogic theory of public 
relations therefore is that public relations practitioners do not carry out Dialogue in their 
work. The behaviour required to satisfy the principles of Dialogue sits awkwardly alongside 
the strategic imperatives that motivate public relations practice.  In addition, Dialogue 
requires specific behaviour by all participants which is beyond the control of the public 
relations practitioners involved. A consideration of the critiques of dialogue in public 
relations described earlier shows that the form of communication to which they were alluding 
is in fact this normative Dialogue: thus this research supports – and indeed, explains – the 
contention that Dialogue is too difficult, if not impossible, to carry out in public relations. 
Public relations practitioners do carry out a form of dialogue in their work. While it 
falls short of the ambitions of normative Dialogue as described previously, it is worthy of 
acknowledgement and incorporation into the emergent dialogic theory of public relations. 
The discipline-specific nature of the characteristics of this dialogue and the role of public 
relations practitioners within it are outlined by the research carried out for this paper. Future 
research could more clearly define the parameters of this outline, and provide details to 
further illuminate its characteristics.  
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